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Many countries are looking at their policies ahead of the key climate change 
conference in Copenhagen next month. Nigel Williams reports.
Climate countdownA new financial mechanism to help 
the developing world deal with the 
challenges posed by climate change 
looms as a major hurdle on the road 
leading to a UN summit in Copenhagen 
next month. Negotiators only have five 
days of talks this month in Barcelona 
to bridge stark differences that have 
emerged between the developed and 
developing world over recent months. 
The UN is seeking a replacement for 
the Kyoto Protocol, which committed many developed nations, other than 
the US, to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions. 
The only consolation for now, 
commentators said, seems to be 
that there was ‘some convergence in 
language’ between negotiators in the 
two camps over the need for climate-
change funds for the developing 
world during talks in Bangkok — the 
penultimate discussions before 
Copenhagen.The US has undergone a major 
change in its policies towards global 
warming since the election of Barack 
Obama but it has said, for the first 
time, that it does not expect to 
see a climate-change bill this year. 
This breaks down one of the key 
elements for reaching an international 
agreement to avoid destructive global 
warming that will be the key focus of 
the Copenhagen meeting.
In a seminar in Washington last 
month, Barack Obama’s energy 
adviser, Carol Browner, said that the 
administration did not expect the Wind powered: Denmark is one of the leading countries in developing non-fossil fuel energy. (Photo: Paul Maguire/Alamy.)
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bill before December.
“Obviously, we’d like to be through 
the process, but that’s not going to 
happen,” she told the conference. 
“I think we would all agree the 
likelihood that you’d have a bill signed 
by the president on comprehensive 
energy by the time we go into 
December is not likely.”
The US was criticised by developing 
countries and environmental groups 
at the meeting in Bangkok last month 
for not being able to put a tough 
emissions reduction target for 2020 
to the meeting, instead focusing on a 
2050 target.
Developing countries are keen to 
see the developed world build on the 
Kyoto Protocol, which puts the burden 
on them for greenhouse gas emission 
cuts. In December 2007, the hopes 
of strengthening and broadening 
the protocol seemed very much in 
prospect following a UN climate 
change summit in Bali.
But signs of the Bali Action Plan, 
which came out of the meeting, 
appeared to be diminishing during the 
Bangkok meeting. A cornerstone of 
the Bali plan was a commitment by 
developed nations to work on a new 
plan to slow down greenhouse gas 
emissions over a medium term, up to 
2020, through new targets, and not a 
new target date of 2050.
Strong criticisms from many 
developing world negotiators were 
made of the new agenda of the 
industrialised nations, which was seen 
as ignoring the commitments made 
in Bali. The Kyoto Protocol has so 
far “proved to be effective’” said one 
Sudanese diplomat at the conference. 
“The attempt to replace the Kyoto 
Protocol with a new framework would 
be counterproductive. What needs 
to happen is for the European Union, 
Japan and Australia to rise up to the 
challenge rather than join the race to 
the bottom led by the US,” he said.
This view was echoed by many of 
the 130 delegates from developing 
countries out of a total meeting of 
180 countries. All the developing 
countries group of 77 (G77) and China 
“are trying to fulfil the mandate of 
the Bali action plan,” said Shyam 
Saran, special envoy of the Indian 
prime minister on climate change. 
“We are not in a position to agree 
to any actions to abandon the 
Kyoto Protocol and replace it with 
another document,” he said. “This is an attempt to leave no room for 
international standards for emission 
reduction targets.”
The Kyoto Protocol set binding 
targets for 37 industrialised countries 
and the European Union to cut their 
greenhouse gas emissions by five per 
cent by 2012 relative to 1990 levels. 
The Copenhagen summit is supposed 
to build on this agreement after this 
date.
The chief US negotiator, Jonathan 
Pershing, said the US had moved 
significantly in the past year. “There 
has been a startling change in the US 
position. There is now engagement. 
We have had a ten-fold increase 
finance from the US. We have put $80 
billion into a green economic stimulus 
package. One year ago there was no 
commitment to a global agreement.”
“There has been a startling 
change in the US. There is 
now engagement. We have 
had a ten-fold increase in 
finance”
But he highlighted the US’s 
opposition to the Kyoto Protocol. 
“We are not going to be in the Kyoto 
Protocol. We are not going to be 
part of an agreement that we cannot 
meet. We say a new agreement has 
to be signed by all countries. Things 
have changed since Kyoto... where 
countries were in 1990 and are today 
is very different. We cannot be stuck 
with an agreement 20 years old. We 
want action from all countries.”
Yu Qingtai, China’s special 
representative on climate talks, 
said in Bangkok that rich countries 
should not desert the Kyoto 
agreement. It contains no requirement 
for developing countries to cut 
greenhouse gas emissions, as both 
their current and historical emissions 
are low in most cases. However, 
China with its growing economy 
huge population is now the world’s 
largest polluter. “The Kyoto Protocol 
is not negotiable. We want it to be 
strengthened,” said Yu. Industrial 
countries are out to ‘sabotage’ 
a meaningful treaty before the 
Copenhagen meeting, he said.
There was also disappointment 
amongst developing countries that 
the EU aligned openly with the US. “We look at the Kyoto Protocol, but 
since it came into force we have 
seen emissions increase. It has not 
decreased emissions. It’s not enough 
and we need more,” said spokesman 
Karl Falkenberg.
“We are very unlikely to see the 
US join Kyoto, but we are working 
with the US to find a legal framework 
to allow the US to participate and 
which would allow large emitters to 
participate.”
The difference between the sides 
is now considered to threaten the 
success of the talks in Copenhagen. 
The ASEAN countries, representing 
Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, 
Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, 
Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam, are 
preparing to issue a joint statement 
in Copenhagen. Surin Pitsuwan, 
the secretary general of ASEAN, 
stressed that the cost of action now 
would only cost one per cent of the 
world’s income, whereas inaction 
would cost more than 20 per cent 
in the future. Surin said the ASEAN 
region is especially vulnerable to the 
effects of climate change. The region 
possesses unique natural ecosystems 
and resources which feed the world 
and sustain the global environment, 
he said. “We are suffering even now, 
with storms, floods, earthquakes and 
other natural calamities. We do not 
have to make these calamities even 
worse.”
And India, another emerging and 
major source of greenhouse gases, with 
much of its electricity production —  
more than 50 per cent of the country’s 
electricity — coming from coal, is 
planning a major expansion in its 
nuclear power capacity.
Manmohan Singh, the Indian 
prime minister, told a conference 
in Delhi in September that a new 
agreement with the US could open 
up major development of nuclear 
power, lessening the country’s 
greenhouse gas emissions. “There will 
be a huge opportunity for the global 
nuclear industry to participate in the 
expansion of India’s nuclear energy 
programme,” he said.
The Indian government is seeking a 
huge increase in power generation as 
millions of its population are not yet 
even connected to the national grid. 
There is no doubt next month’s 
negotiations in Copenhagen will mark 
a milestone in the global political 
response to the threat of climate 
change over coming decades.
